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​Chapter 1 - Dead Ball
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The whistle came late.

That was what Dez would remember afterward—not the sound itself, sharp enough to split the arena in two, but the fraction of a second before it. The ball leaving Simone’s hand. The defender’s hip knocking her sideways. The scoreboard bleeding red above the far basket.

00:31.4.

One possession. Down two.

Then the whistle.

Dez stopped so hard the soles of her shoes shrieked against the hardwood. The crowd surged to its feet around her, nineteen thousand people becoming one animal—arms up, mouths open, outrage moving through the lower bowl in a wave.

“Offensive foul,” the referee said.

For a moment, Dez thought she had misheard him.

She stared at the official’s mouth. He was still talking, explaining something to Simone now, one hand chopping through the air. Player-control foul. Basket waved off. Possession the other way.

The words came through muffled, as though Dez had gone underwater.

Simone turned first. “That’s not a charge.”

The official pivoted away.

Dez’s fingers twitched at her sides.

Two taps against her right thigh.

Once.

Twice.

The signal she had trained herself to obey. Shut up. Reset. Next play.

Across the court, the opposing bench was already celebrating. Their head coach clapped hard enough to make his watch jump against his wrist. Someone in the front row held up a phone, the black lens aimed straight at Dez’s face.

She looked at the replay board.

The contact flashed above them in brutal high definition: Simone driving, shoulder lowered, defender still sliding, both feet moving when the collision came.

The crowd saw it too. The boos deepened.

Coach Ibáñez was at half court now, one palm raised. “Ren.”

The referee kept walking.

Coach’s face changed by less than an inch. Dez knew her well enough to see it.

“Ren,” she called again, sharper.

He turned.

“It’s a blocking foul.”

“It’s been called.”

The sentence struck something inside Dez that had already been pulled too tight.

It’s been called.

As if being wrong became permanent because a man had said it with a whistle in his mouth.

She was moving before she decided to.

“Then fix it.”

The referee blinked at her. He was younger than she expected up close, pale lashes, damp hair flattening at the temples. “Back up, Marlowe.”

“Look at the board.”

“Back up.”

“Her feet were moving.”

A camera operator crouched near the baseline, the lens tracking her as she crossed the painted logo at center court. Dez could hear the mechanism inside it, the faint electric adjustment of focus.

Back up, some part of her said.

Not the referee. Herself.

Back up now.

She stopped an arm’s length from him.

The arena noise pressed against her skin. Heat gathered under the collar of her jersey. Sweat cooled along her spine where the air-conditioning caught it.

“Captain,” he said, quieter. “Walk away.”

Captain.

A warning dressed as respect.

Dez drew a breath through her nose. The air smelled like resin, hot bodies, and the sour citrus cleaner the arena crew used along the sideline. Her heart knocked once, too hard.

Then again.

She could still leave.

Coach Ibáñez was saying her name. Simone had reached for her elbow but hadn’t touched her yet. Dez knew the exact geography of escape: three steps backward, turn toward the bench, take the water bottle an assistant would put in her hand. Let Coach spend the technical. Let the game keep moving.

Instead, the referee said, “Your player initiated contact.”

Something white flashed at the edge of Dez’s vision.

Not light.

A shirt.

Her father’s shirt.

Blue cotton, buttoned wrong at the collar.

That morning, Robert Marlowe had stood in his kitchen with one side tucked into his trousers and the other hanging loose. He had looked down at himself, then at Dez, and smiled as if the joke belonged to both of them.

Your mother used to hate this shirt.

Dez’s mother had been dead for eleven years.

She had corrected him.

He had gone still.

Then he had asked why she was in his house.

The memory opened under her feet.

“Don’t tell me what I saw,” Dez said.

The referee’s expression tightened. “That’s enough.”

“No. You don’t get to—”

The second whistle blasted inches from her face.

Technical foul.

The arena detonated.

For half a beat, Dez couldn’t breathe.

The sound was too big, the lights too white. Camera shutters popped courtside in rapid little bursts. Somewhere behind the basket, a chant started with her name and broke apart before she could tell whether they were cheering or warning her.

The referee raised both hands. “Technical on Marlowe.”

“I know what you called.”

“Dez.” Simone’s hand closed around her forearm.

Dez jerked free.

Not hard.

Hard enough.

Simone’s eyes widened.

That should have stopped her.

Nothing stopped her.

“You missed the call,” Dez said, each word clean and flat. “And now you’re punishing me because you don’t like being told.”

The referee’s face went blank in the way officials’ faces did when they had decided you were no longer a person, only paperwork.

“Walk away.”

“Do your job.”

His whistle rose again.

Coach Ibáñez stepped between them. “Dez. Bench. Now.”

The command landed with the old weight of every practice Dez had survived since she was seventeen. Usually, her body obeyed before pride could interfere.

Tonight, her body had become a locked room.

“He cost us the possession.”

“I know.”

“He won’t even look at it.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you standing here telling me to sit down?”

Coach’s eyes flicked toward the cameras.

That did it.

Not the warning. Not the technical.

The glance.

Small. Practical. Protective.

Cameras.

As if Dez had forgotten.

She turned toward the baseline and saw them all at once.

The broadcast rig beside the stanchion. The handheld operator by the scorer’s table. The phones lifted behind the bench, dozens of bright rectangles, each one framing her from a slightly different angle. A woman in a gold jacket was speaking into her screen with her back to the court, narrating Dez’s face to strangers before the moment had even ended.

Her chest cinched.

The overhead lights sharpened. The hardwood tilted by a degree.

No.

Not here.

She pressed her tongue to the back of her teeth and counted.

Four in.

Hold.

Six out.

The breath snagged halfway.

A pulse started beneath her left eye.

Nineteen years old, a college arena, her father collapsing three rows behind the bench. The broadcast camera had stayed on her while paramedics lifted him onto a stretcher. She had folded over with both hands on her knees, trying to drag air into lungs that had forgotten what air was for.

They had replayed it for years.

Marlowe melts down under pressure.

Marlowe can’t handle the moment.

Marlowe chokes on national television.

She had built an entire career out of never giving them that face again.

Now Coach was saying something she couldn’t hear.

Dez dragged her jersey away from her throat.

The fabric snapped back against her skin.

A phone rose higher in the first row.

“Put that down,” she said.

The fan looked behind herself, then back at Dez.

“Put the phone down.”

The camera stayed up.

Simone moved closer. “Dez, come on.”

“Everybody wants the shot,” Dez said.

Her own voice sounded far away.

The fan lowered the phone by an inch. Not enough. Never enough.

“Everybody wants to see somebody break.”

The words carried.

Dez knew they carried because the people nearest the court went quiet.

The referee spoke behind Coach. “She needs to leave the floor.”

Leave.

Her father standing in his kitchen, looking at her as if she were a stranger.

Why are you in my house?

Dez turned back so fast Simone swore.

“You want me gone?” Dez said.

Coach reached for her. “Enough.”

“No, let him say it.”

The referee made the ejection signal.

Both hands up. Palms out.

Gone.

The crowd became a roar without language.

Dez laughed once.

The sound came out wrong—too loud, scraped hollow.

“Of course,” she said. “That’s easier.”

She pointed toward the replay board. The image had frozen on Simone hitting the defender, one foot plainly off the floor.

“Don’t fix the call. Get rid of the person who noticed.”

“Tunnel,” Coach said.

Dez looked at her.

Renata Ibáñez had seen her play through a broken finger, a concussion she had lied about, the funeral week when Dez had refused to miss a road game because grief was not supposed to alter the schedule. Coach had called her steady so many times it had become part of Dez’s name.

Now there was fear in her eyes.

Not of Dez.

For her.

That was worse.

Dez walked.

The first step was the hardest. After that, momentum took over. She crossed in front of the scorer’s table with the crowd pressing sound down on her shoulders. Someone shouted that they loved her. Someone else shouted something she couldn’t make out. The opposing team’s mascot stood frozen near the tunnel entrance, oversized foam hands hanging stupidly at its sides.

Dez kept her eyes on the black rubber mat ahead.

Do not run.

Do not look back.

Do not let them see you reach for the wall.

She made it six feet into the tunnel before her left hand struck concrete.

The impact stung through her palm. Good. Solid. A fact her body could understand.

Behind her, the arena announcer was explaining the ejection in a voice polished smooth for television.

Dez bent at the waist.

Air in.

Nothing.

Again.

Her lungs fluttered uselessly.

A production assistant with a headset stood pressed against the wall, eyes wide. His credential swung from his neck. He looked twenty-two, maybe younger. He was trying very hard not to stare.

“Go,” Dez said.

He went.

Her hands had started shaking.

She curled them into fists.

The tunnel lights buzzed overhead. White paint flaked from the cinderblock near her shoulder. Somebody had left a strip of athletic tape on the floor, stuck to itself in a gray knot.

These were facts.

Tape.

Wall.

Light.

Her father had forgotten her in his own kitchen.

No.

Tape.

Wall.

Light.

A door banged open farther down the corridor.

Simone’s voice came first. “Give us a second.”

Footsteps retreated.

Then Simone was beside her, not touching.

For once, she had nothing funny to say.

Dez hated her for that.

“Look at me,” Simone said.

“No.”

“Fine. Look at the ugly-ass tape.”

Dez stared at it.

“Breathe in for four.”

“I know how.”

“Apparently we’re doing a refresher.”

Dez pulled in a breath.

One. Two. It caught at three.

Simone counted anyway.

By the fourth try, air reached the bottom of Dez’s lungs.

By the sixth, the shaking had moved from her hands to somewhere deeper, less visible.

Her phone began vibrating inside the locker-room bag an equipment manager had carried down before them.

Once.

Twice.

Then continuously.

Messages stacking. Calls coming through. The world arriving all at once to tell her what it had seen.

Simone looked toward the bag.

“Don’t,” Dez said.

“I wasn’t.”

The lie sat between them, kind enough not to challenge.

From the arena came the sound of the two technical free throws dropping clean through the net.

Tie game.

Then the horn.

Then noise.

Dez closed her eyes.

On the other side of the concrete, her team was trying to finish without her.

On the other side of every screen in America, strangers were already deciding what the worst thirty seconds of her life meant.

Her phone stopped vibrating.

A beat of silence.

Then it started again.
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​Chapter 2 - Damage Control
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By eight the next morning, Dez had watched the clip exactly once.

That was one time more than she had intended.

It had started automatically when she opened a message from Simone, the video brightening her dark kitchen before she could stop it. There she was at center court, jaw set, shoulders squared, looking less like a woman coming apart than a woman trying to hold a building upright with both hands.

The captions did the rest.

VETERAN STAR LOSES IT.

MARLOWE MELTDOWN COSTS TEAM THE GAME.

IS THIS THE BEGINNING OF THE END?

Dez closed the video before the ejection.

Her coffee had gone cold beside her.

She drank it anyway.

The team had lost by four in overtime. Simone had texted after midnight to say nobody blamed her, which was how Dez knew everybody blamed her at least a little.

At 8:03, General Manager Patricia Lund sent a message marked urgent.

Conference Room B. Nine sharp.

No explanation.

Dez stood at her kitchen island in gray sweats and a black T-shirt, staring at the message until the screen dimmed. Her father’s name sat three lines below it in her recent calls.

She had called him twice after the game.

The first time, no answer.

The second time, he had picked up and asked whether she was coming over for Sunday dinner.

It had been Thursday.

She had not corrected him.

Now she rinsed the coffee mug, placed it upside down on the drying mat, and moved it half an inch to align with the edge.

Then another half inch back.

At 8:17, she left for the arena.

She drove exactly the speed limit.

Conference Room B was designed to make bad news look administrative.

No windows. Beige walls. A television mounted too high. A long laminate table with a scratch near the center where years of nervous rings and watchbands had worn through the finish.

Patricia Lund sat at the far end with a legal pad, a tablet, and three different versions of the same severe expression.

Coach Ibáñez stood by the wall, arms folded.

A woman Dez had never seen before occupied the chair beside Patricia.

She was small enough that the rolling chair made her look even smaller, though nothing about the way she sat suggested fragility. Dark curls were twisted into a low bun. A navy blazer lay open over a cream blouse. Three pens were clipped inside a notebook, arranged from darkest blue to lightest.

Color-coded.

Dez disliked her immediately.

The woman stood.

“Dez. Hi. I’m Junie Castellanos.”

Her smile was quick and warm and professionally calibrated to survive impact.

Dez looked at Patricia. “Who is she?”

Junie’s smile held.

Patricia tapped the tablet awake. “Sit down.”

“I’m fine standing.”

“Sit.”

Coach’s eyes shifted toward her.

Dez took the chair opposite Junie.

The woman sat too, smoothing one hand over the page in front of her. She wore a gold ring on her right index finger and twirled it once before resting her hand flat.

Nervous.

Good.

Patricia turned the tablet around.

The frozen image on the screen showed Dez pointing at the replay board, mouth open, the referee half-turned away. The frame made her look wild.

“Fourteen million views across platforms,” Patricia said. “That was as of six thirty.”

Dez looked at the scratch in the table.

“We lost two scheduled sponsor posts overnight,” Patricia continued. “One regional partner has requested a call. The league office wants a statement before noon.”

“The league can read the box score.”

Patricia’s mouth thinned. “The box score does not contain the phrase everybody wants to see somebody break.”

Coach Ibáñez shifted against the wall.

Dez’s fingers found her thigh beneath the table.

Tap.

Tap.

“That was taken out of context.”

“Yes,” Junie said.

The word came so quickly Dez looked at her.

Junie had stopped smiling.

Patricia turned slightly. “Junie.”

“It was,” she said. “Taken out of context.”

Patricia’s silence sharpened.

Junie picked up one of the pens, the middle blue. “That doesn’t make it harmless. But it does mean the response has to account for what actually happened, not just what the clip looks like.”

Dez leaned back.

“What actually happened?”

Junie met her eyes. Hers were lighter than Dez had expected, not in color but in movement, tracking every small shift in the room.

“That’s what I’m here to understand.”

“No. You’re here because she hired you to make me palatable.”

“I hired her,” Patricia said, “because you are six months from extension negotiations and one viral disaster away from making those negotiations significantly harder.”

There it was.

Not concern. Numbers.

Dez looked toward Coach.

Renata’s face stayed still, but the muscle near her jaw moved once.

“She’s good,” Coach said.

“You know her?”

“I checked her work.”

“That’s not what I asked.”

“No,” Coach said. “I don’t know her.”

Junie set the pen down.

“I know this is not how either of us would have chosen to meet.”

Dez looked at the notebook. “You have a preferred method for meeting people whose careers you’re assigned to disinfect?”

A flush moved up Junie’s neck.

She folded her hands over it by doing nothing at all—no tug at her collar, no glance away. Just stillness.

“I don’t disinfect people.”

“Rebrand. Reframe. Reintroduce.”

“Protect.”

Dez laughed once, without humor. “That what you call it?”

Junie’s fingers tightened around the pen.

“Yes.”

The answer landed differently than the others had.

Not polished. Not softened.

Patricia broke the pause. “Junie is on a ninety-day trial contract. Her sole priority is stabilizing this situation.”

“My sole priority is basketball.”

“Your sole priority is whatever keeps you employed to play it.”

Coach pushed away from the wall. “Patricia.”

“No, Renata. We’re not doing the sentimental version of this. Sponsors don’t renew on sentiment. Season-ticket holders do not buy nuance. Dez is the face of this franchise, and last night that face was screaming at an official on national television.”

“I wasn’t screaming.”

Patricia glanced at the screen.

The frozen image said otherwise.

Dez’s tongue pressed against the back of her teeth.

Junie rotated the notebook toward herself and clicked her pen.

“Can I ask you one question?”

“No.”

She waited.

The room did too.

Dez hated that her refusal had not moved anything forward.

“What?”

Junie’s gaze dropped briefly to the image on the tablet, then returned to Dez. “What happened before you approached the referee?”

“The call was wrong.”

“I saw the call.”

“Then you have your answer.”

“I don’t think I do.”

Patricia exhaled through her nose. “Junie, we need the statement.”

“In a minute.”

Patricia stared at her.

Junie looked back at Dez. “You were angry about the call. I understand that. But something changed after the technical.”

Dez went very still.

The room seemed to contract around the table.

Coach’s posture altered by half an inch.

Junie noticed that too.

“What changed?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

Junie did not write it down.

That irritated Dez more than if she had.

“You don’t believe me.”

“I believe that’s your answer.”

“That’s a nice trick.”

“It isn’t a trick.”

“Everything you do is a trick.”

The words came out colder than she intended.

Junie’s expression did not break, but the pen stopped moving between her fingers.

Patricia slid a printed page across the table.

“Here is the preliminary statement.”

Dez did not touch it.

Patricia read aloud. “‘I regret allowing the intensity of the moment to distract from my responsibility to my teammates, our fans, and the league. I respect the officials and accept the consequences of my actions.’”

“No.”

“We have not finished.”

“I have.”

Patricia’s fingertips flattened against the paper. “You were ejected.”

“The call was wrong.”

“You made contact with a teammate.”

“I pulled away.”

“You challenged a fan.”

“She was filming me.”

“She was in the first row of a professional basketball game.”

Dez’s chair rolled back an inch.

Coach said her name quietly.

She stopped.

Junie picked up the statement.

“You don’t respect the officials?”

“I respect competent officiating.”

Patricia closed her eyes.

Junie’s mouth twitched.

Not a smile exactly.

Dez saw it anyway.

“You think that’s funny?”

“No.”

“You almost did.”

“I almost admired the efficiency.”

Coach coughed into one fist.

Patricia looked at her. “This is not amusing.”

“No,” Junie said. “It isn’t.”

The room settled again.

Junie read the statement once more, silently this time. Then she drew a line through the first sentence.

Patricia’s voice hardened. “What are you doing?”

“Making it something she might actually say.”

“She will say what the league needs to hear.”

Junie did not look up. “Then they should have hired an actor.”

The scratch of her pen was the loudest thing in the room.

Dez watched her cross out responsibility, fans, respect, consequences.

Most of the page disappeared.

Junie slid the paper across.

There were two sentences left.

Last night, I lost focus during a critical moment and made the situation worse. My teammates deserved better from me.

Dez read it twice.

“You left out the referee.”

“I did.”

“You left out regret.”

“You didn’t sound regretful.”

Patricia made a small, incredulous noise.

Junie continued. “You sounded angry. And embarrassed.”

Dez’s eyes lifted.

The pen in Junie’s hand went still.

“Don’t.”

The word was soft enough that Patricia leaned forward.

Junie did not ask what she meant.

She simply nodded once.

“Angry,” she corrected. “You sounded angry.”

The restraint in it was so precise Dez could feel the shape of what had been removed.

Embarrassed.

Exposed.

Afraid.

The words pressed against the inside of her ribs.

Patricia pointed at the paper. “That is not sufficient.”

“It’s honest,” Junie said.

“It concedes fault without demonstrating respect for the league.”

“It concedes exactly what she did wrong.”

“And ignores everything else.”

“Because everything else is debatable.”

Patricia looked from Junie to Dez as if both had become equally inconvenient.

Coach stepped toward the table. “Use it.”

“Renata.”

“It’s clean. It’s true. Use it.”

Patricia’s gaze settled on Dez. “Will you read this on camera after practice?”

“No camera.”

“Dez.”

“I’ll release it in writing.”

“The public needs to see remorse.”

“There’s that word again.”

“They need to see you understand the seriousness of what happened.”

“I understand I was ejected.”

“You understand that your extension is no longer being discussed in a vacuum.”

The sentence landed without force because Patricia did not need force.

Dez looked at the tablet again.

Fourteen million views.

Six months.

Final contract.

Everything she had built narrowed suddenly to a room with no windows and a stranger deciding which parts of her could survive daylight.

Junie closed the notebook.

“We don’t have to do video today.”

Patricia turned. “That is not your call.”

“It’s my recommendation.”

“Based on what?”

Junie looked at Dez.

For the first time since the meeting began, there was no strategy visible in her face. No brightness. No professional softness. Only attention.

“Because she hasn’t slept,” Junie said. “Because every person in this building is asking her to perform regret before anyone has asked whether she’s all right. And because if we put her in front of a camera like this, it will go badly.”

Dez felt the words strike places she had boarded shut.

She pushed back from the table and stood.

“I slept.”

Nobody answered.

She looked at Coach, then Patricia.

“Release the two sentences.”

Patricia stared up at her. “And the camera?”

“Tomorrow.”

It was not agreement. It was not surrender.

It was one day.

Patricia understood the distinction and disliked it.

“Fine,” she said. “Tomorrow morning. Junie will prep you after practice today.”

“No.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t need a handler.”

Junie rose more slowly.

Up close, the top of her head barely reached Dez’s chin. She did not seem smaller standing.

“I’m not asking you to like this,” Junie said.

“Good.”

“I’m asking you not to make me guess.”

“About what?”

“What happened.”

Dez’s pulse shifted.

Tap.

Tap.

She looked down and realized her fingers were moving against her thigh.

Junie’s eyes had followed them.

Noticed.

Of course she had.

Dez stilled her hand.

“You watched thirty seconds,” she said. “You don’t know anything about me.”

Junie held her gaze.

“I watched it five times.”

Something sharp moved through Dez.

“That supposed to make me feel better?”

“No.” Junie tucked the notebook beneath one arm. “The first two times, I watched to see how bad it looked.”

Patricia’s face tightened at the admission.

“The third time,” Junie continued, “I watched the referee. The fourth, your coach. The fifth, I watched you.”

Dez did not move.

“What did you see?”

Junie’s mouth parted.

For one second, the rehearsed answer was there. Dez could see it forming—the careful language, the manageable version, the one that could be written into a plan and placed in a blue folder.

Then Junie let it go.

“Someone who stopped being angry before everyone else noticed.”

The room went silent.

Dez felt the conference table beneath her fingertips though she had not realized she was touching it.

Junie looked as though she wanted to say more.

She did not.

That, more than anything, made Dez believe her.

Patricia gathered the papers into a hard-edged stack. “Practice is at eleven. You two meet at one.”

Dez turned toward the door.

Her hand was already on the handle when Junie spoke again.

“Dez.”

She looked back.

Junie held up the revised statement.

“I won’t put words in your mouth.”

Dez’s gaze moved from the paper to her face.

“That is literally your job.”

Junie’s expression shifted, almost rueful.

“Then I’ll have to be better at it.”

Dez left before the answer could follow her into the hall.

It did anyway.
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​Chapter 3 - Talking Points
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The first draft used the word unfortunate three times.

Dez found the first one in the opening sentence, the second beneath a heading labeled ACCOUNTABILITY, and the third in a response to a question nobody had asked yet.

She circled each in black ink.

Then she drew a line through the entire page.

Across the film room, Junie watched the destruction of forty-five minutes of work without blinking.

They had been alone for seven minutes.

The room still smelled faintly of the team’s morning session: dry-erase marker, old coffee, the sour dampness of practice jerseys abandoned too long in a canvas bin. A paused image from last night’s game covered the projection screen. Dez stood at the edge of the frame, hands on her hips, while Simone argued a call under the basket.

Junie had chosen a seat beside Dez instead of across from her.

Dez had moved one chair away.

Now the marked-up statement lay between them.

“Constructive,” Junie said.

“You wanted notes.”

“I was picturing words.”

“You have words.”

Junie looked at the page. “Most of them have been executed.”

“They knew what they did.”

The corner of Junie’s mouth moved.

Dez saw it.

Junie saw her see it and bent over her laptop before the almost-smile could become evidence.

“Okay,” she said. “Let’s start smaller.”

“No statement.”

“We released one yesterday.”

“Then we’re done.”

“We’re not done. You have media availability in twenty-three minutes.”

“Cancel it.”

“The league requires player access.”

“Send Simone. She loves talking.”

“Simone already told three reporters the referee needed, and I quote, ‘an eye exam and a cleansing ritual.’”

Dez sat back. “Seems comprehensive.”

Junie closed her eyes for one measured second.

Her hair was down today.

Not entirely. The top half had been pinned back with two narrow gold clips, but the rest fell in dark curls over the shoulders of a rust-colored blouse. Dez had noticed it when Junie walked in.

She resented having noticed.

Junie turned the laptop so they could both see.

At the top of the screen, in bold blue letters, was the heading:

POST-PRACTICE MEDIA PREP — DEZ MARLOWE

Below it, six possible questions waited in neat order. Each answer had been highlighted in a different color.

“You color-coded lies,” Dez said.

“They’re not lies.”

“What’s yellow?”

“Redirect.”

“Blue?”

“Core message.”

“Green?”

“Safe personal detail.”

“There are unsafe personal details?”

Junie looked at her.

The answer sat there without being spoken.

Dez’s fingers tapped once against her thigh.

She flattened her palm.

Junie turned the screen back.

“Question one,” she said. “‘Do you regret your conduct toward the official?’”

“No.”

Junie began typing.

Dez leaned over. “What are you writing?”

“Your answer.”

“You wrote ‘pause.’”

“I’m noting that you answered too quickly.”

“I didn’t need time.”

“You need to look like you considered it.”

“So you want me to fake consideration.”

“I want you to avoid sounding proud of being ejected.”

“I’m not proud.”

“Good. Say that.”

“I didn’t say I was ashamed either.”

Junie stopped typing.

The film room door opened. An assistant coach stepped in, saw them, and immediately backed out.

Junie waited until the latch clicked shut.

“Dez.”

“Junie.”

That earned her a look.

It was the first time Dez had used her name.

She wished she could take it back.

Junie folded her hands on the table. “You made a bad situation worse.”

“I said that yesterday.”

“You made it worse publicly.”

“I said that too.”

“You did not say it aloud.”

“It was released under my name.”

“People need to hear you.”

“They heard me.”

Junie’s expression shifted.

Not much. Her eyes dropped to the table, then rose again.

“Yes,” she said. “They did.”

The room tightened.

On the projection screen, the frozen version of Dez stared toward the sideline. Jaw locked. Shoulders high. Ready for something nobody else could see.

Junie followed her gaze.

“I can turn that off.”

“No.”

“You don’t have to look at it.”

“I’m not looking at it.”

Junie looked at her instead.

Dez pushed the statement back across the table. “Ask the next question.”

Junie did not move for another beat.

Then she read from the screen. “‘Were you distracted by anything outside the game?’”

“No.”

The lie came clean.

Junie’s pen stopped above the notebook.

Dez stared at the projected court.

“Write it down.”

“I heard you.”

“Then write it.”

Junie wrote a single word.

No.

Her handwriting was smaller than Dez expected, narrow and upright.

“Next.”

“‘The broadcast appeared to show you experiencing difficulty breathing after the ejection. Were you having a panic attack?’”

Heat climbed the back of Dez’s neck.

“No.”

This time Junie did not write.

Dez turned toward her. “Do we have a problem?”

“We have an answer that won’t survive the footage.”

“It doesn’t need to survive anything.”

“It needs to survive follow-up questions.”

“I was winded.”

“After standing still?”

“I’d played thirty-seven minutes.”

Junie’s gaze moved over Dez’s face with unbearable care.

Dez wanted to stand up. The impulse came through her legs hard enough to tighten her calves.

She stayed seated.

Junie turned the laptop around again and deleted the prepared answer.

“What did it say?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“What did it say?”

Junie hesitated.

Then she hit undo.

The sentence returned.

I was frustrated and needed a moment to collect myself.

Dez read it once.

“You think that’s what happened?”

“I think it gives you room.”

“To do what?”

“Not answer.”

“It is an answer.”

“It’s a boundary.”

“It’s a lie with better posture.”

Junie let out a breath through her nose.

“That sentence is true.”

“I did not collect myself.”

The words left before Dez could stop them.

Junie went still.

The buzzing fluorescent light above them seemed suddenly louder.

Dez looked back at the screen.

Her own admission hung in the air, exposed and breathing.

Junie reached for
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